CHAPTER 234 


February 18, 2012 


“Hey Chie-“ 
“What do you want?” 


Justin made his way to Chie’s locker as the school day concluded for their typical 
rendezvous on the way back home when Chie snapped at him like an alligator trying 
to grab some dinner. It goes without saying he wasn’t too pleased with that and 
even more so confused. Last he checked him and Chie were on pretty good terms; 
hell, it was Valentine’s Day just a few days prior. Who could even hold a grudge 
given the time of the year it was. But alas, things change, sometimes for the better 
and sometimes for the worse, and in the time between then and now Justin had 
managed to do something to rock her faith in him so much she couldn’t so much as 
look him straight in the eye without being filled with a sense of repullision and 
anger. Perhaps even the slightest hint of fear. 


“...Whoa, uh...” Justin mumbled a bit in his sudden surprise. Even when Chie got 
angry at him, she was never really made like this. It was more of a scolding than 
anything and usually because he was being an idiot. The way Chie refused to look at 
him, the anger flowing from her throat like a faucet; Justin was concerned that 
maybe he had done something to offend her or hurt her. And that in turn hurt him a 
little bit; though it was hard for him to remedy anything without knowing the 
problem. And that left him standing there confused. Maybe she was angry at 
something or someone else and hadn’t really changed her tone of voice yet? That 
had happened to Justin on multiple occasions, so it wouldn’t surprise him. And it 
would make more sense than him being blamed for something he wasn’t aware he 
had done. Oh but he was aware of what he had done; he just didn’t know that’s 
what Chie had been referring to. “Was just seeing if you were ready to go is all. 
Sheesh, what’s gotten into you all of a sudden?” 


“What’s gotten into me!?” Chie shouted with annoyed exasperation as she slammed 
her locker shut and slung her backpack over her shoulder, angrily turning towards 
Justin and sticking her finger in his face. “What’s gotten into YOU!?” She demanded 
an answer, a scowl spread across her face and her teeth clenched together so 
tightly one would expect the bones to splinter away under the pressure. Justin 
flinched a bit with alarm. What did he do exactly to suddenly earn Chie’s scorn like 
this? Even if he wasn’t madly in love with this girl, he was smart enough to realize 
getting on Chie’s bad side was the last thing anyone wanted. To be put in a position 
like this, he must have fucked up BIG time. 


“ME!? What did | do!?” Justin defended himself with shock. If she was going to be 
mad at him, at the very least let him know what he did wrong. He’d jump of a 
building at a finger’s snap for Chie, the least he could do is correct whatever 
mistake he had made. But alas, he actually needed to know what the mistake was if 
he was expected to be able to atone for the sins of the past. Chie shook her head 
with disgust. It was bad enough that he had done what he had done, but he didn’t 
even have the decency to remember? Disgusting indeed. It was like she was staring 
at a completely different person than the one she had fallen in love with. 


“You didn’t even TRY to save her. You just left her there to die.” She scoffed at him 
with great anger. How was it that after all they had done, all they had gone through, 
he wouldn’t so much as even attempt to rescue her? There had to be something 
they could have done, Chie was confident of it. And yet, Justin wouldn’t even let 
them near the girl. It was like he WANTED her to die. And all blame fell on him for 
her fate; they all wanted to rescue her, but Justin wouldn’t let them. There was 
respecting someone’s decision and letting them do something that would clearly 
ruin their life; Justin couldn’t tell the difference it would seem. Justin bit his bottom 
lip. So that was what she was mad about... he couldn’t say he blamed her. He still 
wasn’t sure he had made the right decision himself, but... What was he supposed to 
do? She was claiming that she had to die or else ALL of them died. He didn’t believe 
it, but he had to consider the possibility that was true. And she wasn’t willing to 
fight it. She HAD to fight it; if she didn’t, they all lost. Bringing her out of that world 
against her will would have been the worst thing they could have done. Only she 
could have made the decision for her to leave... 


You know, Justin could have swore he saw her in the middle of the night, sitting 
outside and strumming her guitar... But he was tired, and he could have very easily 
been hallucinating. He’d like to say that she had decided to leave after all, but he 
wasn’t sure. In the end, it was probably his imagination playing tricks on him. The 
placebo effect at it’s finest; he believed that there was still hope for the girl, and so 
there was. But alas that was his reality, not the reality for the people around him. 
She could be dead by now and Justin wouldn’t even know it. Or maybe he secretly 
feared that to be true and was afraid to admit it. He just didn’t know. And that was 
killing him a little on the inside. He wished he could have been there to drag her out 
of that forest; but he couldn’t, and he knew it. So now he had to live with not 
knowing what happened to Marie once he left the Hollow Forest. 


“I did Chie.” Justin objected softly. He didn’t blame Chie for being mad at him, 
though he wished she would understand why he did what he had to do. He didn’t 
like it. In fact he hated himself for it. He didn’t want her to hate him for it too. “It 
was after everyone left. We talked it over and she didn’t want to go... She was 
pretty dead set on staying.” 


“That’s why we were trying to pull her out!” Chie countered, not buying any of 
Justin’s bullshit for even a second. To her, it was all just excuses, excuses, excuses. 


He talked about it after they left? Why would he do that? They could have all talked 
it over as a group, but she doubted that’s what they were talking about. Even 
before they left Justin was convinced she needed to stay behind; he had his mind 
made up in advance. They probably didn’t even talk. Justin shook his head with 
disapproval, leaning against the locker next to him for balance. 


“You couldn’t just pull her out Chie, you know that.” Justin explained, staring at her 
as if she were the only one in the world that could believe his story. There were 
plenty of people that would believe them if he told them; hell Maya didn’t so much 
as seem fazed over all of this when he got home. Maybe she was seeing objectively, 
maybe it just didn’t impact her because they never really interacted on any 
meaningful basis. Maybe she just didn’t like Marie; after all Marie was a hard person 
to like. She’d never remember your name, instead simply associating you with 
whatever clothes you happened to be wearing, she’d always bitch you out and 
order you around. She fancied herself a goddess and everyone around her a loyal 
peon to follow her will. And to a certain extent that was very much true. She was a 
bitch, but she was omnipotent. | guess she did deserve the stuff she demanded, if 
only by her very nature. Too bad no one knew. “Whatever that was that was 
lingering inside her she needed to fight it if she wanted to survive, and she just 
didn’t want to. If we pulled her out while she was still like that, she would have died 
anyway. And then WE would all die from the fog...” 


“Oh come on Justin, she was being melodramatic and you know it.” Chie crossed 
her arms, sighing slightly. It made sense she supposed, but she also thought Justin 
had jumped to that conclusion simply because he didn’t care. That was the worst 
part about all of this; not that he had made a decision at someone else’s life’s 
expense, not because he had essentially killed Marie by choosing to let her stay, but 
because he didn’t care. When he walked up to her at the locker, cheer in his voice, 
that was what pissed Chie off as much as she had been. She didn’t see a single 
damn tear in Justin’s eyes for the friend they had lost. It was like death was second 
nature to him; and while that was certainly true to a certain extent, there was a 
difference between having people die around you and being directly responsible for 
someone’s death. And he just didn’t care. It was grotesque, inhuman even. 


“No she wasn’t.” Justin replied bluntly, a slight hint of anger in his voice. Question 
his decision, question him, but never under any circumstance question whether 
having something like that inside of you was a struggle. It was almost painful at 
times keeping his shadow suppressed; imagine having all that fog trapped inside 
you? He wouldn’t wish that suffering on anyone, and it was for that reason that he 
left the decision to fight entirely up to Marie. Fighting would mean pain beyond any 
she had imagined on a daily basis. Giving up meant she’d die. There was no right 
choice to be had here, it was all awful and she shouldn’t have had to decide that. 
But she did, and Justin couldn’t make that decision for her. “You don’t know what 
it’s like having a shadow live inside you. Everyday I’m afraid that damn thing is 
going to get out and do something else stupid. | mean for fuck’s sake, | almost 


committed murder arson once because of that fucker. And that was just a shadow; 
she had ALL of that fog inside of her. Do you realize what it would take to suppress 
that? You couldn’t even imagine the pain she was in holding that back. Who am | to 
tell her she has to live with that?” Justin ranted and raved with irritation. Chie’s eyes 
softened slightly at the lecture she received. Justin was clearly trying to pull a guilt 
trip on her, and it shamed her to think it was working to some extent. How was it 
that the pain he was causing others seemed so easily offset by the pain he himself 
experienced? It shouldn’t work that way, and yet Chie could feel the cold outer-shell 
of her heart melt away in a flash as Justin’s lips trembled from the hurt in his chest. 


“.. There... had to be something though. | mean, we just...” Chie stuttered a bit, 
turning her eyes away from Justin as she contemplated the matter. It seemed Justin 
put a lot of thought into this, and it was true, sure, but... This was someone’s life, 
and a good friend’s at that. Why should someone else have to die like that? To 
choose between a life of never-ending pain and a life of misery and suffering. And 
yet it happened everyday across the globe, mostly as a result of illness. That was 
another thing Justin knew all too well. It was wrong, disgusting, but it was a fact of 
life. A very sad fact of life. Chie teared up a little thinking about Marie now in post- 
mortem. “There had to be a way. No one should be forced to die like that.” 


“You're right, they shouldn’t.” Justin frowned a bit, memories passing over him in 
waves of his less than enjoyable past. Some things just weren’t worth remembering 
it would seem. Yet despite the painful illusions of his past that were flashing before 
his eyes like a slideshow, he could find some slight solace in one thing. “I think 
Marie will be just fine though.” 


“What, but, Justin, we...” Chie choked up over tears, not really catching on to 
Justin’s positive vibes. Little did she know that she herself had done something that 
confirmed that Marie was still alive somewhere out there. Either that or both her 
and Justin were just incredibly stubborn individuals, clinging to the truth like kitten 
to a ball of yarn. Justin smiled, pressing his palm against he shoulder and crouching 
Slightly so they were in eye level. They were about the same height, but Justin was 
just a little bit taller you see. 


“We remember. You remember what Margaret said? When the Hollow Forrest 
closed, we’d forget about Marie. But we still remember her.” He smiled a bit. The 
mere thought that he could remember her meant that she had to still be alive, and 
on their side none the less. Assuming of course this Margaret person wasn’t 
completely full of shit, which he supposed was entirely possible. Either that or he 
was breaking some serious laws of nature here by remembering what he had no 
right to remember; breaking a deal with the gods in essence. Chie’s eyes widened 
with slight realization as Justin explained to her what should have been immediately 
obvious. 


“You... think she’s still alive?” 


“| don’t know. We can only hope.” 


